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A woman on the beach goes for a swim. Meanwhile, her radio is stolen; bystanders see it but do not intervene. A man has fallen into the canal, and clearly audible to the surrounding area, calls for help. People walk by but do nothing. These are examples of human behaviour that differ greatly from what we like to see. Namely, people do the right thing when the situation calls for it. People who stand up for each other when needed. 

Sociological and psychological research over the past sixty years, tells a very different story. The story of people who look away when help is needed; people that, while fully aware that their behaviour causes suffering to the other person, continue anyway. Two studies on this subject stand out and ended up being important milestones: Stanley Milgram's famous experiment on obedience, also known as Milgram’s shock experiment, and the no less infamous Stanford Prison Experiment. 

Both studies are discussed in detail in this book, combined with the question of whether it is possible to draw any conclusions. Are people just inherently bad? Or are such observations out of the question because they are too general?

In any case, what becomes clear is that people are highly impressionable. Ordinary social processes greatly influence our behaviour. And often we do not have the ability to counteract it. Sometimes, because we are not aware of it. Other times, because we are already so involved in the process it is difficult to step away from it. The environment also plays a big role in this: The right, or rather the wrong, circumstances can turn any person into a monster. 
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1 Obedient people  
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July 1961. 

Psychologist Stanley Milgram, at Yale University, seeks an explanation for the Nazis' atrocities during World War II. He is particularly interested in why people go to such great lengths in following orders. He develops an experimental research study into obedience.  

Through a newspaper advertisement, he calls on people to participate in a so-called memory study. Milgram eventually selects a diverse group of men, ranging in age from 20 to 50 years old. They are given the role of teachers in the study. 

In another room, not visible to the participants, is a student. The teacher is instructed to read out a list of word pairs that the pupil then must memorise. If the student gives a wrong answer, the teacher is instructed to punish the student. The punishment consists of administering an electric shock by pulling a lever. For each subsequent wrong answer, the intensity of the electric shock is increased by 15 Volts each time until it reaches a maximum level of 450 Volts.​[1]  

To clarify for the teachers, there are descriptions next to the levers, ranging from 'mild shock' to 'severe shock'. At the maximum intensity of 450 Volts, three crosses are listed. To make the whole experience even more realistic, the participants are also given a small 45-Volt electric shock beforehand so they know what the punishment they will administer later feels like.

What the participants do not know is that no electric shocks are administered. The so-called electric shocks are linked to a device that plays pre-recorded responses, voiced by an actor. What the participants also do not know is that they themselves are, of course, the subject of research: How long will they follow orders? How long will they continue to give electric shocks? 

All others present during the research project, the student in the other room and the lead researcher, are actors. Actors who have been given a clear script. For example, when the electric shock level reaches 135 Volts and screams are heard on the recordings, the actor (student) in the other room bangs against the wall. At 300 Volts, this happens again, and the student also complains about his heart. After this level, there is no reaction from the student anymore and he remains silent, even when new questions are being asked. 

Before the experiment starts, Milgram asks some of his peers what they expect from the study. All his colleagues think that only a small percentage of the participants are willing to administer the maximum voltage to the student. ​[2]

Reality shows a different result... As many as 65 percent continue to administer the maximum level of 450 Volts. Moreover, none of the participants stops before the 300 Volts level.  

- - -
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The results of this experiment were considered shocking. Not only because many more participants went further than expected, but also because "ordinary" people are apparently capable of hurting other ordinary people. And, of course, also because of how easily people follow orders. The comparison to behaviors during World War II was drawn instantly. Apparently, innocent civilians were just as capable of committing atrocities as the Nazis were during the war.
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Constant percentage  

A remarkably high percentage proved willing to administer electric shocks to the highest level of 450 Volts. But, of course, this was only one experiment. Perhaps it involved a group of participants who happened to be having a bad day or a group that happened to include more people with sadistic tendencies. 

Following proper scientific practice, the study was repeated several times, both by Milgram himself and others. Milgram executed as many as eighteen variations on his original experiment. In variant eight, for instance, he used only women. In the original setup, he had only worked with men and an obvious assumption is that men are more willing to administer shocks than women. But no, the same percentages emerged in the variant with only female participants. 

Other researchers also repeated Milgram's experiment. A more recent variant (2009) was conducted by Jerry Burger, a professor of psychology at Santa Clara University. He did make some ethical adjustments. For instance, shocks 450 Volts were no longer allowed (or supposedly given), the highest shock to administer was 150 Volts. Another alteration to the original experiment was that female subjects were now included. It made no difference to the results. The same percentage of participants, 65 percent, continued to administer shocks at the maximum voltage. 

The French television programme Le Jeu de la Mort repeated the survey in 2010, as did the Discovery Channel programme Curiosity. Both programmes showed the same results, at least 65 percent went on to the maximum voltage. During the French television programme, 81 percent of participants continued to the cruellest punishment!​[3]  

This rate was confirmed by Thomas Blass​[4], affiliated with the University of Maryland. He conducted a meta-analysis of the results of several versions of the experiment. Again, it was found that the percentage of participants willing to administer the fatal shock was between 61 percent and 66 percent, a percentage that remained remarkably constant regardless of time and place.​[5]

Human nature 

It is not surprising that the Milgram Shock Experiment caused a stir. It portrays, to put it mildly, a rather negative image of human behavior and naturally raises numerous questions. How is it possible for people to go to such extremes in their actions? Do they lack conscience? Why do people not take responsibility for their behavior? Are people merely mindless performers? 

And does this experiment say anything about human nature? As Milgram himself noted following his experiment, "Which part of our human nature makes it possible for an individual to act so inhumanly harshly without being constrained in the slightest by his conscience or feelings of compassion?"

These are logical and profound questions, for which there is no simple one-size-fits-all answer. To gain a better understanding, we need to delve deeper into the electric shock experiment. Why did so many people obey? Do we simply follow any order, even those with dubious content?

Unscrupulous performers? 

Some nuance is necessary. It is not the case that everyone in the shock experiment carried out the tasks without any issues. For instance, there were indeed individuals, albeit a minority, who withdrew from the experiment early. Moreover, there is no question of participants who administered the voltages effortlessly, as if they were numb.

This last observation holds significance. During the experiment, it is evident that tension exists among the participants. Initially, most participants administer 15 volts without objection. However, as the danger becomes apparent and they realize they must deliver severe shocks, it becomes clear that the participants do possess a conscience.

In other words, he holds conflicting values that clash with what he must do. This tension becomes increasingly apparent as the experiment progresses. The images clearly depict signs of stress, with some participants starting to sweat and displaying nervous features on their faces.​[6] Some even begin to laugh. However, this laughter is not sadistic but rather a nervous response to the uncomfortable situation and the tension it generates within them.

Interestingly, a remarkable correlation can be observed. The first instances of laughter often occur at the fourth shock of 80 volts, coinciding with the first audible signs of the student's pain.​[7] As many as 70 percent of participants respond with uncomfortable laughter. However, this laughter is involuntary, a psychosomatic reaction that serves as a release of tension. Laughing has a calming effect and, ironically, makes it easier for them to continue the experiment afterwards.

Another typical reaction, following the victim's screams, was for participants to turn around to the lead researcher, startled, and look at him questioningly: "What should I do?" This act of looking back occurred frequently, revealing the doubts that resided within them.

The inner conflict manifests itself in additional ways. For example, during the phase around 180 volts, the student in the other room reacts more intensely. He screams once again and now begins banging on the wall. This becomes a new moment of choice for many participants. Should they continue with the experiment? Should they obey the lead researcher present in the room or listen to the student in the other room? At this level, many participants began to question the purpose of the experiment. Nevertheless, numerous participants persisted after being reassured that they were not personally responsible for the consequences of their actions. 

At this point in the experiment, the first form of mild disobedience emerges. Seventeen percent of participants start cheating by circumventing the rules. Some individuals covertly attempt to assist the student by giving subtle hints for the correct answer. They say phrases like "Think about..." or emphasize certain words differently or more slowly to emphasize the right answer.

During this phase, the participants demonstrate empathy. They genuinely want to help the person in danger and pain. However, their approach carries a significant drawback. They seek the solution within the experiment's confines and rules, which ironically makes them even more obedient. The possibility of simply leaving the experiment no longer seems to occur to them.

The next striking phase begins around the voltage of 320. It is at this moment when the student in the other room once again shouts and decides to boycott the experiment by refusing to answer. Now, the participants are confronted with another dilemma. Should they ignore the victim or respond to his screams, and if so, how?

Seventy percent of the participants choose to ignore the student, turning a deaf ear to his cries. Other participants try to drown out the student's noise by quickly asking the next question. Some individuals become more decisive and speed through the questions in an attempt to conclude the experiment as swiftly as possible, hoping to alleviate the inner conflict they sense.

This once again demonstrates that the participants experience an inner conflict, which they consciously or unconsciously try to ignore or suppress. It is also at this stage of the experiment that some participants attempt to terminate their involvement and express concern about the subject. Some even express a willingness to return the participation money, if only they could be allowed to stop.

SECTION: Script

Quitting was not made easy. The lead researcher in the room anticipated hesitation among participants and had a standard script of responses prepared in case of potential refusal or hesitation. Four possible answers were employed:

"Go on."

"It is imperative for the experiment to continue."

"It is essential that you continue."

"You have no choice; you must keep going."

There were also standardized responses to specific questions. If a participant asked whether the student would suffer permanent damage from the experiment, the researcher would reply, "Although the shocks may be painful, there is no permanent tissue damage," followed by the encouragement, "Please continue."

If a participant indicated that the student himself did not wish to continue, the researcher would respond, "Whether the student likes it or not, you must continue until he has learned all the word pairs correctly... Please continue."

If a participant still refused to continue despite all the encouragement, the experiment was halted.

All these observations indicate that many participants experienced internal conflict during the experiment. However, these observations do not alter the results. A remarkably high percentage of participants remained obedient, and the majority completed the experiment up to the maximum voltage. Nevertheless, there is no evidence to support the notion of compliant individuals who carried out the task without displaying any emotions.
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2 An insidious process
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Why did so many people remain obedient during the experiment? It is an obvious question. However, perhaps we should begin with another question: Why did people cooperate with the experiment in the first place? An experiment involving the administration of electric shocks is not inherently appealing.

At the outset of the experiment, the potential danger of administering high-voltage electric shocks was not yet apparent. The participants were unaware of the role they would be assigned. They had been informed beforehand that fate would determine whether they would be teachers or students. The experiment was designed to always select the participant as the teacher. However, the participant is unaware of this and sees two scenarios before them—one in which they must answer questions and another in which they may have to administer shocks.

The latter scenario may not be as appealing, but the other participant—the actor who will later assume the role of the student (and is, of course, a collaborator of the researchers)—also does not refuse to participate once he learns what is involved. If another person has no qualms about administering or receiving electric shocks, it is presumed that there is nothing to be concerned about. As a result, the participant agrees to cooperate.

SECTION: For science

Another significant reason for participating in the experiment was the role of science. Participants were informed that they were partaking in a scientific study, specifically focused on testing memory (despite the actual purpose of the study being different). Many people hold the belief that science is inherently positive and contributes to the progress of society. Consequently, there is a greater willingness to cooperate.​[8]  

The experiment also explored the concept of volunteer participation when the institution involved was different from the university. In one variation of the experiment (variant 10), Milgram rented a modest office in Bridgeport, Connecticut, with no apparent connection to Yale University. This was done to eliminate the potential influence of university prestige as a factor in the willingness to participate in activities that could potentially harm others, such as administering shocks. The results demonstrated that this factor did have some impact. In this setup, half of the participants proceeded to administer shocks at the maximum voltage.

Arena 

So, the first hurdle has already been overcome. The participant has agreed to cooperate. Furthermore, as the experiment commences and the participant enters the "arena," they encounter a situation that aligns with their expectations. It is indeed a scientific research project: there is a lead researcher, the experimental room resembles a laboratory, and we are at a university conducting a memory test, among other things.

The participant also notices a panel with levers for administering shocks, which may be somewhat challenging to accept, but it was agreed upon as part of the experiment. At this stage, it is still far from certain that the participant will have to administer actual electric shocks. It remains a possibility that the student in the other room will simply answer the questions correctly.

However, as designed in the experiment, the moment eventually arrives when the participant must pull a lever. Nonetheless, the first electric shock administered is relatively harmless. It is only 15 Volts, a modest voltage that does not cause much pain. Before commencing the questions, the participant themselves experienced a slightly stronger shock (45 Volts), which was reasonably tolerable.

In addition to these factors, the action itself is a simple operation. The participant only needs to pull down a lever. While administering real high-voltage electric shocks would be considered torture, the participant does not need to use forceps or power cables. They simply perform a clinical act that remains the same each time. From the participant's perspective, there is no distinction between pulling a lever that administers a higher voltage and one that administers a lower voltage.

Authority

At a certain point, as the experiment progresses, it becomes evident that the learner in the other room is experiencing pain. Noises, banging on the walls, and screaming can be heard, to the extent that the learner eventually refuses to cooperate any further. We also have evidence of the doubts and tension this situation created among the participants. So, why did they persist in administering electric shocks?

The answer is simple: the presence of authority. In the shock experiment, the authority figure was the lead researcher who issued the orders and reassured the participants to continue when they had doubts. Many participants remained obedient because they believed the commands came from a legitimate authority.

This tendency to comply quickly arises when there is an authority figure directing us. As Milgram himself stated after conducting his research, "In situations where a clear authority is present, people readily surrender their own will in favor of the authority figure, discarding all the moral mechanisms we typically rely on when acting alone." Milgram's shock experiment is often cited as evidence of the power of authority.
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